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The first winter following weaning is a period of special
concern in the growth and development of replacement
heifers, particularly those to be bred as yearlings. Sufficient
growth and development of young beef heifers through the
first winter result from proper nutrition plus good health and
sanitation practices that will hold sickness and death losses
to a minimum.
Care of Calves at Weaning
Weaning represents one of the greatest stress periods in an
animal's life. To wean calves and get them on feed without
undue sickness, you must provide the best possible environment.
Calves are very susceptible to infectious diseases during
this period of stress, so watch them closely for any signs of
sickness. Timely treatment is essential when dealing with calf
diseases. Pay special attention to the following:
1. Work and excite calves as little as possible during and
immediately after weaning.
2. Isolate calves some distance from cow herd if possible.
If practical, move the cows rather the calves.
3. Supply clean, ice-free water at all times.
4. Provide an adequate supply of palatable feed.
5. Furnish a clean rest area, well drained and free of dust.
6. Give shelter from extreme weather conditions.
Give newly weaned calves good quality grass hay or a mixture of alfalfa and grass hay, free choice, and up to 1 lb of
grain/cwt/day, or a complete commercial starter ration. After
initial adaptation, the level of grain may be adjusted to achieve
desired gains. Be sure protein level is adequate (Table 1).
Provide salt and mineral from the start, a few days' supply
at a time, so the source is always fresh.
There are indications that supplements containing high
levels of vitaimn A and antibiotics may be beneficial in reducing sickness and weight loss. In some trials, "conditioner"
supplements appeared to be beneficial; however, research
results have not been consistent. Base the decision to feed
such a supplement on problems encountered previously. A
conditioner supplement may offer some added protection during the stress period; however, never consider vitamin A and
antibiotics as substitutes for good management.
Nutritive Requirements
Calves differ from older animals in their nutritive requirements, primarily because of differences in type of production. Weight gain of calves (growth) results mainly from
an increase in the size of muscles, bones, and body organs,
while production in older animals refers to fat deposition or
reproduction and milk yield.
Young animals need more protein and perhaps protein of
better quality, more total digestible nutrients per 100 lb of live
weight, and a more continuous supply of minerals and
vitamins (Table 2).
Possible Nutritive Deficiencies
Since calves require a higher percentage of certain
nutrients than mature animals, deficiencies are more likely to

Table 1. Nutrient requirements tor heifer calves and average
composition of common feeds, expressed as percentages.
Shaded areas indicate a probable deficiency.
OM

Requirements 1
Average composition of feeds (DM
85
Winter range
90
Prairie hay, poor
90
Prairie hay, good
80
Alfalfa hay, poor
90
Alfalfa hay, good
88
Oats hay
55
Alfalfa haylage
55
Oatlage
30
Corn silage
28
Sorghum silage
89
Corn grain
88
Barley
89
Milo
89
Oats
88
Wheat

TON · Total
Protein

Ca

65 10.5 2
basis)

0.38
0.35
0.35
0.57
1.10
2.25

-13.0
18.0

17.0

1.72
0.37

90
84
87
75
88

P

0.22

0.28
0.22
0.30
0.30
0.21
0.21
0.35
0.38
0.38
0.38
0.42

1
Percentage composition of ration DM; adapted from National Research Council, Nutrient Requirements of Beef Cattle, 1984; 500-lb heifer fed for gain of
approximately 1. 50 lb/day.
2
Protein level required will vary from 10.0 to 12.0% depending on age and
weight of calf.

occur in younger cattle. In Table 1, shaded areas indicate a
probable deficiency. Most common roughages are too low in
TON (energy) for moderate growth. In addition, roughages
other than the legumes are likely to be short of protein. Level
of phosphorus (P) and carotene {vitamin A) in roughages is
influenced greatly by season. Late-cut hay and late-season
grazing (fall and winter) can be very low in phosphorus and
carotene. Grains are an excellent source of energy or TON and
generally contain adequate levels of phosphorus, but are invariably low in carotene.
Since most home-grown feeds are likely to be deficient in
one or more of the needed nutrients, give special attention to
formulating the growing ration for heifer calves. The following

Table 2. Nutrient requirements for beef females, expressed as
percentage composition of ration DM. *
Minimum Daily
daily
gain
OM
(lb)

500-lb calf
1100-lb dry cow

12.6
19.5

1.5

Total
TON protein

Ca

P

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

65
50

10.5 0.38 0.22
7.0 0.19 0.19

*Adapted from National Research Council, Nutrient Requirements of Beef
Cattle, 1984.

outline may serve as a general guide for correcting common
deficiencies:
Supplement

Rations
low in:

Grains, low protein supplements, mill byproducts or high quality alfalfa hay
Alfalfa hay or a commercial protein supplement
Protein
Phosphorus A mixture of salt and bonemeal or salt and
dicalciu m phosphate, free choice
Vitamin A New alfalfa hay or a vitamin A supplement,
preferably stabilized
TON

Rate of Gain Desired
The optimum rate of gain for beef heifers during the first
winter will depend on (1) weight of the heifer calves selected
as replacements, and (2) weaning date and length of time
before the heifers are to be bred in the spring.
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Feed heifers that are to be bred as yearlings and calved at 2
years of age to gain 1.25 to 1.50 lb/head/day. Actual gains
desired will depend on weight of the calf in the fall and length
of the winter feeding period. Generally, heifers that weigh
less than 400 lb at weaning should not be bred to calve at 2
years of age. British breed heifers should gain enough during
the first winter to weigh at least 650 lb at breeding time.
Heifers of the large growth breeds should weigh 700 lb or
more at breeding time, depending on the particular breed or
breed cross.
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